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ABSTRACT

After Hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast on August 29, 2005, the media showed countless reports of devastation and displacement, largely focusing on the racial implications of the effects.  Less scholarly research has focused on women’s agency both during and after Katrina.  Through interviews with three women from New Orleans about their experiences during and after Katrina, this paper will use feminist and disaster theories to shift the paradigm from gendered vulnerabilities to women’s agency.

On August 29, 2005, the perfect storm made landfall on the Gulf Coast.  When Hurricane Katrina struck the United States’ Gulf Coast, the jazz notes of New Orleans gave way to the sound of wind and surging water, thriving coastal towns in Mississippi were leveled, and an entire region experienced the horrors of natural and social forces predicated by scores of experts, researchers and residents alike.  The nation and world watched as flood waters overwhelmed homes and displaced residents, and little governmental assistance reached the people who needed it the most.

Disasters, such as Hurricane Katrina, disproportionately affect those who have been marginalized, whether by race, ethnicity, gender, age, socioeconomic status, ability, or age.  The analysis of Hurricane Katrina has largely focused on structural failures, such as the breeched levees, and the disproportionate impact of that on the African-American citizens of New Orleans.  Studies have largely focused on the ways that marginalized people were more vulnerable to detrimental effects of the storm, but more work needs to be done on the converse of the paradigm, the stories of agency that necessarily arose out of the storm for survival.  Analyses have been centered on the storm and the few months immediately after the storm; however, the rebuilding and recovery process still continues.  This paper will explore women’s agency after a disaster through three women’s individual experiences of agency during and the past three years after Hurricane Katrina.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Sociology of Disaster

Disaster sociology studies the causes and implications of catastrophic events.  An event constructed as a disaster is predicated by any number of forces, such as social, geological, meteorological, or a combination thereof, which influence social institutions and patterns of social interaction. According to Oliver-Smith (2006), if any of these elements occur in an atypical way that destabilizes the established order, a disaster results.  Disaster as a macro-scale event can be a hurricane, tornado, earthquake, terrorist attack, or war.  In addition to being conceptualized at the macro-level, disaster also occur at micro-levels by affecting individuals or small groups of people during and immediately after the disaster.

Disaster sociology is often divided into three areas:  causes, vulnerabilities, and preparedness (Moore 1956; Smith 2006).  Causes of disaster are the event or chain of events that bring about the disaster.  Vulnerabilities are the ways in which certain groups of people will differentially experience detrimental consequences of a disaster.  Preparedness is the ways that a disaster is prevented or its effects minimized.  My particular interests in this paper are women’s experiences of gendered agency during and after the disaster and not simply on intersectional vulnerabilities.  Due to unequal power inherent in structures that exacerbate the damage of the disaster, Enarson and Morrow (1998a:2) argue that, “vulnerabilities to disaster are not…equally distributed.”  Vulnerabilities to disaster precipitate differentiated impacts of the disaster and provide a clear opportunity to address unequal and discriminatory social structures, turning a “natural” event such as a hurricane into a major humanitarian disaster.

Gendering Disaster Vulnerabilities


While research exists regarding women’s experiences of disaster, significantly more research is available on the role of race, ethnicity, age, and social class as detrimental or buffering factors in disasters.  Fothergill (1998a:11) notes that “gender is one critical dimension of the social structure that is underdeveloped in disaster scholarship.”  Research on the role of gender in disaster tends to focus on women’s gender-based vulnerability to disaster and less on women’s agency after the event (Enarson and Morrow 1998b:185).  According to Fothergill (1998:13-14), whether as a single mother, main caregiver in a two-parent family, a widow, or as a caregiver for an elderly or disabled family member, women’s role as the primary caregivers in a family expose them to greater vulnerability during a disaster and place them in a precarious social or economic position prior to the event.  A woman’s ability to leave a disaster situation may also be hampered by unpaid work caring for their families, thus making women more susceptible to physical or psychological harm before and after a disaster.  If the social or economic situation was precarious prior to the disaster, women face increased harm and more obstacles in the recovery process.

Hurricane Katrina


Those who are most vulnerable in any disaster are those outside the power structure in a society, as was the case of New Orleans.  For African-Americans, the elderly and disabled, and people with low incomes, the racial and class segregation pre-Katrina in New Orleans isolated people of color and those with low incomes, as well as other intersectionalities, from the power and decision-making arenas (Henkel, Dovidio, and Gaertner 2006:105).  Henkel, Dovidio, and Gaertner (2006:109) further note that since African-Americans were disproportionately affected by the storm and flooding, “any sluggishness and disorganization on the part of the government officials also disproportionately affect Black victims in the disaster.”  Few studies have looked at the ways in which women were more susceptible to the effects of Katrina.  The on-going recovery efforts in New Orleans continue to impact marginalized communities. This paper will contribute to the literature by looking at women’s experiences during Katrina as well as the three years since the storm, shifting the focus from social vulnerabilities to the actions they took to ensure their survival.

Agency

El-Bushra (2000:67) defines agency as being linked with identity in her gendered of analysis of conflict, which is one form of disaster, “‘Identity’…concerns the social process whereby individuals come to identify themselves with a particular configuration of social roles and relationships.  ‘Agency’ describes the strategies used by individuals to create a viable and satisfying life for themselves in the context of, or in spite of, these identities.”  The literature on women’s agency in the face of a disaster is limited when compared to the work done on differential impacts of gendered vulnerabilities.  Feminist scholar Verta Taylor (1978) addresses agency in the face of disaster by suggesting, 

Sociologically, the question of pro-social behavior is a much more meaningful one to address in disaster studies.  Systematic attention should be directed to ascertaining the nature of helping behavior in disasters and the factors associated with the extensive individual and group volunteering in crisis situations (pp. 253-254). 

Despite what are likely oppressive or even inhumane situations in post-disaster situations, Corcoran-Nantes (1997) argues that women develop unique forms of agency regardless of historical, political, or social location in order to ensure survival for themselves and their social networks.  The United States Agency for International Development (USAID:  2000) notes that “in spite of their high exposure to risk during disaster, women time and again are often key players after disaster strikes.”  Lentin (1997:11) argues that intragender differences between women are as important as intergender differences between men and women, as women’s experiences, and thus agency, vary across multiple identities.  Focusing on women’s agency shifts the paradigm from women’s vulnerability and victimization to women’s actions and being co-creators of their immediate situation (Lentin 1997).  A United Nations report states that “women are not only victims, they are also agents of change” (UN/ISDR 2002).  
THEORIES OF AGENCY AND DISASTER

Agency

Inherent in theories of agency is that all humans have the capacity for agency, “for desiring, for forming intentions, and for acting creatively” (Sewell 1992:20).   An agent and her actions are influenced by the individual context, but she also acts to shape the context; thus an interdependent cycle of influence is created.  Sewell (1992:20) argues that beyond the mutually influencing dynamic of agents and the social structure, being an agent “means to be capable of exerting some degree of control over the social relations in which one is enmeshed, which in turn implies the ability to transform those social relations to some degree.”  Giddens echoes this conceptualization by theorizing people as “knowledgeable agents” that are “enabled” by “structural knowledges” (Giddens, in Sewell 1992:4).  Emirbayer and Mische (1998) provide a more complex definition of agency,

…a temporally embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), but also oriented toward the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward the present (as a capacity to contextualize pas habits and future projects within the contingencies of the moment) (p. 963).
Human agents are products of their specific context whose actions are based on knowledge of the past, an understanding of the present, and the ability to envision future possibilities.  Sewell (1992:21) notes that “structures…empower agents differentially, which also implies that they embody the desires, intentions, and knowledge of agents differentially as well.  Structures, and the human agencies they endow, are laden with differences in power.”  Thus human agency should be spoken of as agencies, since there is no singular form of agency that is enacted or appropriate in all social contexts.

Feminist/ Women’s Agencies

Feminist theories of women’s agencies explicitly foregrounding women as agents by noting the many ways women are empowered while being simultaneously situated in various interlocking systems of oppression and privilege (e.g. race and class).  In her recent work on Korean immigrant women in the United States, Park (2008:27) uses the term “dis/empowerment to emphasize the coexistence of conflicting forces which empower them in certain ways but exacerbate their oppression in other ways.”  Feminist agencies emphasize women as active, knowing subjects.  Not separating it from empowering and/or disempowering positionalities that create as many lived realities of being women and stories of ordinary and extraordinary action as there are women in the world.  Since women’s lived realities are unique to their contexts, women’s agencies are not limited to one particular form confined to either the public or the private sphere.  USAID (2000) notes that women’s agency is the translation of skills from everyday applications to vital necessity, including disaster.  
Blending Disaster Theory and Feminist Theory


Disaster theory traditionally has a unique place in the social sciences because it emphasizes studying the effects of disaster and applies the insight gained to solve social problems.  Disaster is not understood simply as a singular act of nature but, rather, as one event in a chain of events.  According to Enarson and Morrow (1998), work on disasters does not focus solely on the natural devastation of an event labeled as a disaster, but also on the power structures within relationships, communities, regions, and even global levels.  Due to the unequal power inherent in the structures that exacerbate the damage of the disaster event, Enarson and Morrow (1998:2) argue that "vulnerabilities to disaster are not...equally distributed."  The people who are the most vulnerable and, therefore, experience significantly greater impacts of the disaster are those outside the power structure in society, such as women, people of color, elderly and physically challenged people, and people with lower incomes.

Despite the limited but growing work on the role of gender in a disaster, a feminist theory of disaster is needed in order to fully understand the effects of a disaster from the viewpoint of women, one of the groups most affected by disaster.  One potential limitation of using gender as the primary lens of analysis is that women are treated as a homogenous group comparable only to men.  In setting up a gender dichotomy of experience between men and women, "observed gender differences are explained in terms of the assumed essential and universal characteristics of men and women" (Bolin, Jackson, and Crist 1998:32).  While gender is a crucial part of disaster research, both disaster and feminist theory and praxes would benefit from a holistic feminist theory of disaster, bridging what has largely been two separate fields (Fothergill 1998:31).  Feminist theory and disaster theory are naturally bridged by the shared imperative for change inherent in each.  Including more gender analysis in the sociology of disaster requires reconsidering the role of a number of feminist theorists.  Incorporating disaster theory with feminist theories, such as the theories of Donna Haraway (1985), Patricia Hill Collins (1990), and Rosi Braidotti (1994), will result in a multiplicity of women's experiences and a more inclusive representation of women's diverse experiences during times of disaster.


The Cyborg of Disaster

Haraway's (1985) image of the cyborg parallels the debate in disaster theory around the distinction between natural and socially created disasters.  Like a disaster, a cyborg is a combination of natural and socially constructed pieces that overlap and blur boundaries.  Haraway's conceptualization of fractured, "contradictory, partial, and strategic" identities, echoes women's experiences in disasters.  Haraway (1985:523) argues that "gender, race, and class cannot provide a basis for the belief in 'essential' unity.  There is nothing about being female that naturally binds women."  All women are not equally, or even negatively, impacted by a disaster based on other intervening positionalities.  In disaster theory and praxis, the many experiences of women during disasters necessitate action based on these multiple and overlapping conditions.



Interconnecting Systems of Disaster


Like Haraway, Collins (1990) sees interconnections between race, class, and gender in her Afrocentric feminist knowledge.  She places these interconnections in systems of oppression and seeks to expand the "focus of analysis from merely describing the similarities and differences distinguishing these systems of oppressions and [focus] greater attention on how they interconnect" (Collins 1990:537).  Collins' systems of oppression and multiple levels of domination serve to uncover the unequal power inherent in social institutions that disproportionately affect people in marginalized positions in all stages of a disaster.  Emphasizing self-definition, cultural contexts forming experiences and ideas, and shifting knowledge to subjugated experiences decenters power from the Eurocentric, masculinist worldview in order to prevent hazards and construct more equitable social institutions after a disaster.


Intersectional Bridge Building


While recognizing fractured identities and interlocking systems of oppression, Braidotti (1994) calls for a reformulation of experience into figurations that allow for the many intersections of women's postmodern experiences.  Through her use of the nomadic subject, a politically informed image, Braidotti argues for moving across "established boundaries without burning bridges" (Braidotti 1994:4).  Blurring boundaries without burning bridges makes disaster prevention and reconstruction possible while avoiding the unequal stratification that affects marginalized groups of people. 
METHODOLOGY

Hurricane Katrina was the largest natural disaster in recorded American history, affecting millions of people along hundreds of miles of the coastline along the Gulf of Mexico in Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama.  Although attention in the areas of research and rebuilding must be paid to the particular effects of Hurricane Katrina in all of the Gulf Coast states, given my limited time and resources my research focuses on New Orleans, specifically on the role of gender in shaping the experiences of women in New Orleans during and after Katrina.  However, I do not isolate gender as a unifying, singular variable but, rather, foreground gender amid the many intersectionalities (race, ethnicity, age, socioeconomic status, ability, or religion) that shaped the diverse experiences of women during and after Katrina
 The term "Hurricane Katrina" (or simply "Katrina") must be operationalized when referring to the cause of the devastation in New Orleans and the Gulf Coast as the storm was not the sole cause of the destruction.  When Katrina made landfall, it was a Category 3 hurricane, but the storm surge, or swell of water from the Gulf of Mexico, formed when Katrina was a Category 5 hurricane in the Gulf before it made landfall.  The storm surge leveled communities and neighborhoods near the Gulf, but in the case of New Orleans the storm surge tore through already weak levees protecting the low-lying areas of New Orleans.  Even thought the damage New Orleans sustained was caused by a combination of the storm itself, the storm surge, and the breaching of the levees, I will use "Hurricane Katrina" to refer collectively to the hurricane itself and the chain of events after the storm made landfall.   

For this research project, a disaster is defined as a disturbance of the established order in a specific context.  It can be an micro-scale occurrence, such as a death in a family, to a macro-scale event such as a war, economic crisis, or hurricane.  There is no one specific cause or effect of a disaster, and one disruption of society can cause other disasters.   Hurricane Katrina is considered a natural and social disaster since the causes were both acts of nature and social institutions, notably political and economic institutions.  The disruption of the social order necessitates agency, or actions taken to confront the disaster and enact changes to prevent future occurrences.  Rather than looking at the effects of the disaster on women, this project specifically examined the ways in which women are agents, ensuring their individual and their families’ survival in the face of Hurricane Katrina.
   
 Data for this project came from interviews with three women at the New Orleans Women's Shelter, a residential shelter for single women and women with children.  At the time of the interviews, eight women and nine children lived at the shelter, but only three women were Katrina survivors.  I spent five weeks during July and August 2008 working at this agency and this is how women were identified for interviews.  I spent two to three weeks building rapport with the shelter residents, getting to know them, and finding my place in the milieu of the shelter.  After the residents and I were comfortable with each other, I proposed the idea of the research project to the women at the weekly house meeting, inviting them to participate as they felt comfortable.  
    
The three women living in the shelter who were Katrina survivors volunteered because they viewed the project as part of a reciprocal relationship; I volunteered in the shelter, and they participated in my interviews.  Two women were African-American, one woman was white, all were the mothers of children currently six and under.  When Katrina made landfall, two women had infants under one year of age and one woman was pregnant.  
    
Two of the interviews were conducted simultaneously in the shelter's living room, lasting approximately one hour and a half.  The third interview took place in the staff office, and lasted approximately half an hour.  The questions were themed around their lives before, during, and after Katrina.  In narrating their stories, the women often answered the questions before they were asked, and all reiterated that Katrina was not the only or even the greatest obstacle they had to overcome in their lives, making the Katrina-centered questions less conducive to their lived experiences.  All interviews were tape recorded, and informed consent was given by signing a consent form at the beginning of each interview.  

Strengths and Weaknesses

The weaknesses of this project lay in the time constraints and the recording settings.  Upon arriving in New Orleans, I realized I had to shift my outsider’s thinking from Katrina as a significant turning point to reconceptualizing it as yet one more event that previous events in survivors’ lives might have already prepared them for.  Additionally, as I was beginning to invite the women to participate, I was involved in a bicycle-automobile collision and spent time recovering before resuming the research.  This left me with little time to actually conduct the interviews, and eliminating the possibility of follow-up interviews.  In transcribing the recording of the combined interview, I discovered that the shelter’s living room was not a place acoustically suited to tape recording as the background noise made some of the recording unusable.  Despite the small sample size, I believe this is a strength of my research.  Small sample size allows more space for attention to the women’s individual stories.  

FINDINGS

While there are thousands of potential stories about women’s agencies after Katrina, these three begin to speak to the diversity of women’s experience, but also unique individual experiences with shared themes.  The women who participated in the interviews will share their stories, and I will limit my voice to the narration.  Each woman has her own clear voice, telling her story and the struggles and triumphs in the past three years.  
Wandering Woman:  T’s Story


"I wanted to start off from the beginning, so you can know how it kept going," Tijuana says as she relates her story.  Her baby daughter's father "came over there, by my house.  I was knocked out, I was in a deep sleep.  He said, 'get your stuff, let's go'.  I was like 'I'm tired...come get me tomorrow.'  He was like, 'I'm not gonna come get you tomorrow, you gotta come now.' 'Alright, let's get some clothes.'"  T., her daughter D., and her daughter's father E. all went to his second-floor apartment.  As the water rose, so did T.'s fears.  They were there for "every bit of three or four days before we saw people coming in and bringing food and all that kind of stuff...they started running to the people who was out there, it started smelling out there, and all that kind of stuff."  T. faced her fears in order to leave the apartment when help arrived, with her and E. carrying one bag of belongings each.  Neither one of them had any shoes.  


Thus began T.'s nomadism.  They ended up on an overpass with thousands of other people, but T. observed that "I didn't see any fights or nothing out there.  That was one of the things, everybody was trying to get along from what I had seen."  T. found most people trying to make the most of the situation, and she soon found herself acting as a mediator.  T. was one of hundreds of who attempted to cross the bridge to suburban Gretna but were turned back by police at gunpoint.  When her daughter's father became agitated and tried to protest, T. acted a as peacemaker, encouraging him to leave the situation and try something else.  


Not any closer to finding help, T. and E. decided to walk again, "so after that, I would say, shit, no one had come here for us.  He wanted to walk again, I said 'I've had enough and I'm walking'...I as like, oh my goodness, we going back to Kenner."  T. and her family continued wandering through Kenner and the New Orleans area, making several trips in and out of Kenner.  On one of their times in Kenner, they were able to board a RTA bus (New Orleans public transit) that took them to a shelter in Couchetta, Louisiana.  It was here that T. saw another side of E. that she had never seen before.

He tried to call his mom, ‘cause they had told him, when they first tried to call his mom it didn’t ring.  So he was crying that first night, the first time I had ever seen him cry.  So he was crying, but finally he got in touch with his mom.  He asked me if I wanted to call my people, I said “no, I’m straight,’ ‘cause we wasn’t close any way…So I said I won’t worry about [it], I’ll get in touch with them when I get in touch with them.

The storm brought chances reconnect with the people with whom she had not been in contact with or establish new connections with her daughter’s father.  Eventually T. was in contact with her family, even going to Virginia to stay with her aunt for a week.  Even though T. and her daughter’s father were not together when Katrina hit, E. was her main support during this time, and her inspiration was her daughter.

Really, the only reason I made it through was D.'s dad being there to help, and D., I wanna make it for D.  At one point, when I was sticking her out, they had to help me get out of the house, because I'm terrified of water…Just him being supportive as he was, and I knew I had to make it for D., so that was the only thing that got me through that you know.  It was a long struggle and all, but, it could've been worse.  I thought it was worse, but we were together the whole way…Even though me and E. was split up, we had been through so much…

T. had mixed feelings about the role of Katrina in her life, and did not see Katrina as any more difficult than other experiences in her life. 

I mean, before Katrina, I wasn’t doing too bad.  I had just moved into my apartment August 1st.  And then I had to leave, so I was worried about that, because I had just gotten on my feet.  I had two other children that I had let go live with their daddy a month before the hurricane.  I had just gotten the apartment, I was working on getting another job at the time…So Katrina, it was like, tragic, but it could’ve happened anywhere.  You live through, you got through, whatever, and you move on.  You can’t keep on sayin’ like, keep on blamin’ Katrina on your problems.  My situation, why I’m here, it’s like three years after Katrina so I won’t use that as an excuse.  I was in a shelter before the hurricane, and now I’m in a shelter after the hurricane.

T. was also ambivalent about her future in New Orleans, but wanted to settle down before her daughter, now four, started school.  She saw residential stability away from New Orleans as key in moving forward for herself and her children.  “There was a lot I did on my own…I think once I make a move, I think I am going to stay where I’m at for awhile.  Because in the last three years I’ve been through a whole lot.”

Wise Woman:  M's Story

I was kind of between their dad and my sister's house, because me and him, we got into a...we didn't split up, but we got into a really bad argument.  And he ended up going to jail, and umm, and he was actually in jail during the storm.  And oh my God, that was another bad experience.  So yeah, we were stayin' by my sister's because I didn't want to be by myself, I was scared to live by myself.  I was kinda by my sister's and I just ended up leaving with them.

After a fight with her daughter's father put him in jail two days before Katrina hit caused M. to make the decision to stay with her sister, instead of staying alone with her children in the home she shared with her daughter's father.  The decision to stay with her family proved fortuitous as Katrina approached.  With the storm coming, M.'s family decided to leave Chalmette.  

We packed all night, so we took a lot of stuff with us.  And of course I had my purse and my birth certificate and all that kind of stuff...It was me, my daddy, my sister, and my two brothers out there...I know when we left, we sat on the bridge for 17 hours, and we didn't move.  You know how long it takes to get to Monroe, like six, seven hours?  It took us 23 hours to get to Monroe.  Nobody, we just packed that car up, because they said that the hurricane went as far as Lafayette, so we went as far as we could possibly go.  We got out fast, and we didn't know where we was going, and nobody had any money.
After reaching Monroe in north-eastern Louisiana, the family stayed first for a month in a motel for free, and then stayed another month in a double-wide trailer that a woman opened up for them on her property.  Before returning to New Orleans, M. stayed with her daughter's father's family in Ruston.  


M.’s social bonds sustained her during this time.  She was encouraged by good Samaritans where she and her family stayed in Monroe and thankful for her network of extended family,  “For me, I think it was being with my family, and everybody sticking together… ‘Cause, girl, I would’ve died, being somewhere I didn’t know nothing about, don’t know nobody.  I was with my people all the time, or [her daughter’s father’s] people. I would rather be with my family than by myself.”  M. believed that the storm did not necessarily bring her family any closer, rather it was just one more test of familial bond and reliance on each other, “It’s no different than anything else, like when there’s a death in the family, you stick together and get through it.”


In the interview, M. mostly reflected on the experiences of those people around her and stories she heard about other survivors’ experiences.  The hardship of M.’s daughter’s incarcerated father was a source of worry for her and rueful memories for her.  

To this day, I feel bad for him because he was only in jail for me and him arguing because the neighbor called the cops.  When they evacuated the jails, he should’ve gotten out the next day, but he ended up by sitting in jail for six months.  And when they evacuated, he was in ACC, Allen Correctional Facility.  And when he was upstate…they didn’t know what he was in jail for or what his charges were.  A misdemeanor he should’ve gotten out the next day for, he ended up sitting in jail [until Christmas].
In addition to worry about his situation, M. had two small children to care for (M. gave birth to another daughter in April 2008).  

A. [her daughter] was only nine months, she was just like a little baby.  C. [her son] was only two, he thought that we were just going on vacation. But, umm, once we came back, because he did see my dad’s house, and some of the damage and stuff…when we was going down with my mom’s there was this big tree and there was an 18-wheeler hangin’ from the tree.  He thought it was cool, but he’s two, and he doesn’t understand.  He saw it all, he kind of thought some of the stuff he seen was cool, but now that he’s a little older he kinda understands a little bit more about what happened.


M. generally had less than positive comments about the post-Katrina rebuilding effort, “Honestly, I quit paying attention to all that.  The rebuilding they claim they’ve been doing…they’ve done a good bit, but not as much as they could’ve.  Honestly, New Orleans sucked before Katrina.”  M. speaks with great conviction about what lessons New Orleans and the state need to learn from Katrina.  

Well, I hoped they learned something.  Because they need to get maybe an evacuation plan or something like that better enforced.  Because there’s no reason why people should have to wait to get help or food or anything else.  That shouldn’t happen…They’ve had one major hurricane 30-40 some odd years ago.  My thing is when that happened, why didn’t you do something then instead of now?  Because Katrina was a 
lot worse than Hurricane Camille or Betsy…but then there was [also] flooding.  Everything pretty much like Katrina except Katrina was worse.  Why didn’t they do something then instead of now to prevent it from happening a second time?


M. saw her actions after Katrina as nothing extraordinary, and did not feel that it strongly influenced her as a person or how she viewed herself, “I never really looked at it like that, you gotta do what you gotta do.  When the situation happens, what can you do and what you can’t do, you just do it.”  In her sentiments about the steps to take in preparing for Katrina, she believed that,

My experience wasn’t that bad, I didn’t have to sit down here and experience what [T] went through.  My thing about it is, though, you know what happened to a lot of people being down here, it’s kind of like Kansas, they have tornados…and that’s how it is for us, we have hurricanes.  But my thing about it is, is there’s always gonna be that one time when there’s not gonna be just a little rain and a little wind.  So when they say leave, leave.  When they say go, go.  Protect yourself, be safe, because that’s why so many people died, because they didn’t think it was gonna be bad, they wanted to stay, you know.  That’s my thing, that’s the only thing I can say about it.  When they say leave, leave.

M. does not see Katrina as a turning point in her life, “I pretty much have the same problems I had before the storm.  Similar to her beliefs about Katrina’s impact on her family’s bond, Katrina was one more hurdle to be overcome and do whatever actions were necessary.  While living at the New Orleans Women’s Shelter, M. was finally able to find a daycare for her children in order for her to work and attend school.  However increases in the costs of living in New Orleans post-Katrina have made wages that once covered such costs obsolete, making it very difficult for M. to find a job that will support her family.  

Worshipful Woman:  R’s Story


R. had a house in the Seventh Ward with a fence, backyard, and recliner chairs to come home to at the end of a long day before Katrina.  It was a home she had worked hard for, sometimes upwards of 19 hours a day, only to lose it to a flood of water.


The worst part was, well, [the] beginning, it was just trying to rush up out of here, you know, from something that just, you know, a lot of people thought it wouldn’t be the way it was.  A lot of people losing their lives, you know, their homes, it’s a thing where you worked so hard to build this, and now it’s just like you gotta crawl before you walk.

“I got to California the day the storm hit, completely hit, that was that Monday morning,” R. recalled.  Barely two months pregnant, R. was originally from California, although she had been in New Orleans for six years before Katrina.  “I did cry, wondering [about] what my mom and them told me, because they kept cryin’, tellin’ me to come on and come on and come on, and I wouldn’t leave and I wouldn’t leave ‘til the last.”  After gaining a new foothold in California, R. immediately began helping loved ones back in New Orleans.  

I had to send [her husband] stuff from California, you know…helpin’ him out, because FEMA hadn’t sent him his money so I ended up having to…get on a computer…and help him.  And my mother-in-law, they still in [pauses and sighs], they still in the Superdome with dead bodies and defecate all around them…and worried about them, and trying to get them up out of there, and you know, yeah, it took its toll, its took its toll.

The worry impacted R. physically and mentally, “I bled the whole time, yes, I bled the whole time.  I had to elevate my feet because they thought I was going to lose the baby, ‘cause I was stressin’ so much…”  The stress of worrying about loved ones and the home she left behind caused her to turn to destructive habits.

By looking at it on TV, every time, every time, every time, because I didn’t know at that time who, who was left behind, which one of them was here.  And you know it was…everyday I was cryin’, and cryin’ and drinkin’ and crying.  Pregnant, drinking, and crying.  And that’s what it was, you know, until I said, you can’t worry, I said, you can’t worry, they gonna call ya.  And sure enough they called me.   

R. consistently used a positive, faith-filled attitude to cope with her situation and looked to those around for support as much as she tried to encourage them.  She returned to New Orleans for a short time, but soon moved to the Pelican Inn in Shreveport, Louisiana.  

Oh we all grew to... it's just…awesome, because we just all came together.  I used to get out there, pull out a barbeque pit, and cook for everybody out there...you used to make them feel like they at home.  I used to do the cooking, you know, like on Sundays…they wouldn't feed us on the weekends.  We all had food stamps, because they was giving us all a certain amount of food stamps.  And I would go out and get some stuff and whip it up.  And they had a hot plate, whip it up.  Made everybody feel at home, yeah.  And they used to enjoy R., honey, yes indeed, laughing like always.  Didn't let it bring me down.  That hurt lasted a minute, [it] ain't no use to you, sittin’ back here, worrying about it, because it's gone.  You just gotta hold your head up, and God's gonna take care of you.  And so far he's been doin' a good job. 

With the birth of her son in 2006, R. found another source of strength in her baby.  “My child.  That’s my angel right there.  Because it’s a blessing that he even made it.  D., that’s my angel.  That’s it.  That’s my baby.”

Giving birth to her son was a culmination of the situation-induced stress, this time resulting from being in police custody.  After local authorities in Shreveport conducted illegal background checks on the displaced New Orleanians, R. was arrested on a false charge supposedly from a warrant in California.  

I ended up going into labor there, after, after the police came and arrested me, saying I had a warrant in California, and my parole was already [over]…since 2001, and they was…FEMA told them they had no business going into our backgrounds.  They arrested me and kept me for seven days in chains and shackles, ended up…I ended up going into labor with shackles on me.  Yeah, so I’ve been through, I’ve been through it.

A week after, she was given a fully-furnished, three bedroom FEMA trailer in order to avoid R. filing a lawsuit for the wrongful arrest.  Dealing with the FEMA bureaucracy, however, has been problematic for R.; at the time of the interview she was still waiting for the compensation for the damages to her house and for the rent she paid living in California in the months immediately following Katrina.  

Everybody else got $30,000, $20,000, $10,000, and R.’s still sitting here waiting!  But like they said, it’s a lot of people and you’re not the only one and I’m cool, I’ll get it when I get it.  So when God sees fit when it’s time I’ll get it.  But you know, I ended up through a whole bunch of mess, and the hurricane was something else…I am gonna do me again, situated myself because waiting on FEMA is like waiting on the baby to be born, and it’s long, OK!


As slow as FEMA was to compensate R., it was that quick to take her trailer away.  In the summer of 2008, R. went back to California to bury her mother, and returned to New Orleans to find that her trailer had been moved in front of her friends’ house where she had been staying.  The time limit imposed for trailers, which made R. decide to turn to the New Orleans Women’s Shelter.  Friends tried to buy the trailer for R., but to no avail, “…they said they gonna smash the trailers.  But why you gonna smash the trailers when you know you’re gonna need ‘em again?”  


FEMA’s inefficiency is only part of the problem as R. also believes that some of the weaknesses of the rebuilding efforts is “everybody not trying to help!”  For R., this has resulted in changes in community bonds in New Orleans.  

They come back here, they not like how it was.  Everybody used to help one another, now everybody worries about what the other one got or what the other one gonna take from them.  You know, it’s greed…It’s changed it, it’s so different out here, everybody is for theyself.  When this used to be New Orleans, you know, people used to say “hello, how you doing?”  You barely find people doing it anymore. It’s changed, the hurricane has changed people.  

R. would like to think that citizens and government officials can learn from the mistakes made during Katrina, because “they need to learn, [but] shoot, if they hadn’t learned by now, I don’t know what they gonna learn!”


Social networks, a sense of humor, and faith spurred R. to continuously overcome each situation she has faced.  Her role as a mother and protector of others inspired R. from being a mother to D., to her role as a culinary and emotional leader in her impromptu community of the Pelican Inn to the experiences of other women she heard of from the storm.  

I know about the lady…her husband couldn't hold her 'cause he had the two kids.  And she said no, just take care of them, she said let her go.  And he took his hand off of her and she fell in the water.  And she died, just to save her two kids.  And that's a brave, that's a mother there, that's a brave woman.  So, and that's what that's about.  And I don't want to have to go through that, try and be out there and try and swim through that mess with D.  

Despite the hardships she faced in the three years since Katrina, R. has put each one in perspective with a sense of humor, belief in herself, and having faith in a higher power, enabling her to be ready to handle future challenges.

But I try to smile, and a sense of humor, and some joy, because I said God ain't left me yet.  I got the goods, yeah I got the goods.  I mean this is, this is just something minor.  This too shall pass.  OK, it's gonna pass.  All you gotta do is get up and do what you gotta do.  Get up, get your job, get your money, and get out.  
DISCUSSION


In the course of the interviews, each woman described her own method of action post-Katrina.  Some decisions were from conscious choice, like R.’s determination to not let worry overtake her, and others from immediate necessity, such as T.’s departure from the apartment with a diaper bag for her daughter but no shoes for herself.  For these women, coping with the storm was not focused on vulnerabilities, rather the women’s post-Katrina experiences lies in the choices they made for themselves and their families.


During the interviews, the women described the types of choices that women survivors needed to make.  They acknowledged that looting and other forms of deviance occurred—one woman described how she had taken clothes and diapers from a dollar store—but had clear beliefs about the rationale behind the action.  The woman who took the clothing and diapers was clear that she did it out of necessity and would not have done it for any other reason.  Looting was only justifiable because of need, but when the same woman was offered stolen alcohol, she declined because she did not need it.  A similar belief was also reflected about the use of charitable and governmental assistance.  All of the women knew people who had used FEMA money to purchase luxuries while neglecting basic living expenses, and they did not view it as an acceptable way to deal with the situation.  If the women individually made such purchases, they did so only after other needs and obligations were met.  


Another central theme in their agency is the women’s connection to their family, friends, and the people they met along the way.  In a practical way, family, friends, and strangers provided physical and monetary assistance.  Just as crucial, however, they also provided women the motivation and spiritual sustenance to keep going and not give up in their darkest moments.  R. found strength and an extended family in her fellow residents at the Pelican Inn.  While working to create a community atmosphere, R. was able to focus on her relationships rather than her worries.  T. and M. experienced renewed connections with family and friends, supporting the people around them while moving forward with their own lives.


All mothers, the three women who participated in interviews saw their roles as mothers and care-givers as simultaneously frustrating but empowering.  Motherhood and caregiving is just one site where dis/empowering connections must continue to be made between feminist theory and disaster sociology in order to fully activate a guiding principle common to both—social change.  Boundaries do not construct certain women’s experiences on a polemic paradigm of empowerment.  Instead women’s agencies are comprised of adaptations and interpretations of their many identities (mother, daughter, friend, partner, citizen, and self) situated in an unequal social structure and do not eliminate connections between their many identities and experiences.  Caring for their children given scarce resources and difficult situations was a source of struggle, but their roles as mothers provided a ray of inspiration for them to persevere for their children and for themselves.  The women’s survival of Katrina and the survival of their children is a testament to their own unique agencies and serves as a model for translating personal change into wider social change.
Appendix A:  Interview Questions

1.)  What is your name? 
2.)  For the purpose of the write-up, do you wish to use your first name or a pseudonym/fake name? 
3.)  How long have you lived in New Orleans? 
4.)  Is there anything in particular that you especially like or dislike about New Orleans? 
5.)  Where did you live before Katrina? 
6.)  How long had you lived there? 
7.)  Did you live near any family or close friends? 
8.)  Do you have any children? 
9.)  Are you married/Have you ever been married? 
10.)  What is the highest level of education you have completed? 
11.)  Are you employed now? 
12.)  Were you employed before Katrina? 
13.)  If so, what did you do? 
14.)  Were you able to make enough to pay the bills? 
15.)  Do you view your life as "before Katrina" and "after Katrina"? 
16.)  What did you first think when you heard that Katrina was coming? 
17.)  Were you able to make any preparations for the storm? 
18.)  Where were you during Katrina? 
19.)  If you were in New Orleans, were you able to leave at any time? 
20.)  Who was the first person you tried contacting after Katrina hit? 
21.)  What did you do in the days and weeks immediately following Katrina? 
22.)  Were there any obstacles or opportunities during that time? 
23.)  What has been the most difficult situation(s) you have faced? 
24.)  How were you able to handle with that/ How are you handling the situation? 
25.)  What is your source(s) of strength during good and/or bad times? 
26.)  Do you feel that your relationships with other people helped or hindered being able to deal with the effects of Katrina? 
27.)  Do you feel that your relationships with other women helped or hindered being able to deal with the effects of Katrina? 
28.)  Have you utilized any other resources (both formal and informal)--besides NOWS--to rebuild after Katrina? 
29.)  How did you decide to come to the shelter? 
30.)  Do you view yourself differently as a result of your experiences in Katrina? 
31.)  Has your family changed?  If so, how? 
32.)  Has your neighborhood changed?  If so, how? 
33.)  What do you see as the greatest strength in the rebuilding efforts after Katrina? 
34.)  What do you see as the greatest weakness in the rebuilding efforts after Katrina? 
35.)  What do you think the community or nation learned from Katrina? 
36.)  Do you think there are things that can be done to prevent this from happening again? 
37.)  What do you see as the next step in the rebuilding process for the community? 
38.)  What would you like to pass on about Katrina? 
39.)  What would you like to pass on about New Orleans? 
40.)  What do you see next for yourself? 
41.)  Are there any other things you would like to share?
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